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Managing projects can be challenging, especially if 
they span multiple divisions, time zones, and even countries. Done 
wrong, it can destroy careers (or your company!). Done right, it can 
garner you a “seat at the table.” From global outsourcing to rolling 
out an ERP (Enterprise Resource Planning) system to leading change 
management initiatives, the HR executive is uniquely positioned to 
spearhead projects that can directly affect the company’s bottom line. 
To accomplish this, however, your project management skills must be 
at their peak and constantly at the ready. 

Norman Vincent Peale said it best in The Power of Positive 

Thinking: “Plan your work and then work your plan.” Effective 
planning skills are the cornerstone of any successful project. If 
you take the time to lay the groundwork properly up front, you 
have much better odds of avoiding the typical pitfalls that plague 
leading projects. Here are some guidelines to help you succeed with 

“planning your work.” 

DEFINING THE PROJECT SCOPE 
In project management terms, this “vision” is called the project scope 
and specifically defines what will be accomplished during the project 
(and what will be excluded from consideration): it draws a “line in 
the sand” of exactly what is in and what is out. Having a well-defined, 
written project scope will help you stay focused, set very clear 
expectations for your customer, and serve as your foundation as new 
tasks are added (and the timeline adjusts).

In his book Improving Your Project Management Skills, Larry 
Richman introduces a very powerful tool called a goal breakdown 
structure to help you define the project scope in terms of what your 
team must deliver [Figure 1].

Project requirements are measurable results, outcomes, or specific 
products or services that must be provided in order to consider the 
project complete. The more specific the requirements, the easier it is 
to plan and estimate project activities. Each one requires some type 
of action, and most large, complex projects have phased requirements.

Unlike objectives and requirements, specifications define how 
we know the objective is successfully completed. Specifications 
are a further breakdown of the requirements and describe the 
characteristics of the objectives in very specific detail.

For example, if you were installing an HRIS system within your 
organization (the goal), objectives could include timing, continuity 
of operation, compatibility, security, and transparency. Requirements 
might include having the new version installed by a certain date, 
zero downtime throughout the installation, compatibility with your 
current operating system, and easy-to-follow user training. 
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Good business leaders  

create a vision, articulate the  

vision, passionately own the vision, 

and relentlessly drive it  

to completion.

— Jack Welch

FIGURE 1: Adapted from Improving Your Project Management Skills, by Larry L. Richman (2006), p. 
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SMART PROJECT OBJECTIVES
Once you’ve defined the project scope, use SMART logic to refine  
your objectives to ensure that you’re meeting your customer’s  
needs [Figure 2].

START WITH THE END IN MIND
Stephen Covey’s insights apply to project management skills, too. In 
PM terms, once you’ve defined what you need to do (i.e., the scope of 
the project), you then need to map out how to do it. 

To accomplish this, start with the ending. What does a successful 
conclusion to the project look from your boss’s perspective? What 
major drivers exist that will get you from the “as-is” state to the “to-be” 
state? Those drivers can help you determine the tasks that need to 
be accomplished in order to complete the project in a satisfactory 
manner.

When finalizing the project scope, be sure you’ve answered the 
following questions: 

 · Can we afford the project?

 · If the project succeeds, will it be worth the cost?

 · Do we have the skills needed to succeed?

 · Are the resources available to complete the project?

 · Will the project finish in time to make a difference for our business?

Once you’ve answered these questions, get written sign-offs from 
all key stakeholders and key management team members, as well 
as the project sponsor (who may very well be your boss). In other 
words, get a sign-off from anyone who could present concerns—or 
complaints—about the project’s conclusion.

Next, begin identifying the tasks that need to be accomplished. 
Project managers often illustrate these tasks with a tool called a 
work breakdown structure (WBS) [Figure 3], which is an outline of 
what needs to be done. In order to develop a WBS, start with major 
deliverables and milestones, then work your way “down” (i.e., to more 
detailed tasks) through each major task or deliverable. 

When compiling your WBS, remember that you don’t need to do 
it alone (nor should you!). Involve the people who will have to do the 
work. 

Once you identify the tasks that need to be accomplished, you 
then need to add the time needed to finish each one. A Gantt chart is a 
particularly effective tool for this step. It is a graphical representation 
of your WBS and shows the duration of tasks and how long a project 
should take. Additionally, Gantt charts lay out the order in which 
tasks need to be carried out and any dependencies.

S Specific Is the objective clear about what, where, when, and how?

M Measurable Is there a reliable system in place to evaluate? Does it have a clear measurement of success

A Accurate & Agreed to
It is stated accurately to ensure you can measure the results correctly? Have you gained consensus and agreement 

from key stakeholders?

R Relevant Does this objective map to a company result? Can the project team make an impact on the situation?

T Time-Bound Is there a finish and/or a start date clearly stated or defined?

MAJOR TASK LEVEL 1 SUBTASK LEVEL 2 SUBTASKS

1.  Conduct needs 

Assessment

1.1  Assess proposed 

system’s interaction 

with current system

1.1.1  Survey other HR depts. for their 

best practices

2. Design System 2.1  Specify database 

functionality

2.1.1  Write separate specs for each 

module (benefits, recruitment, 

etc.)

2.1.2  Specify data-entry and retrieval 

processes

3.  Develop System 3.1  Design report 

formats

3.1.1 Design ad hoc report formats

3.1.2 Design standard report formats

4.  Install System 4.1  Ensure system’s 

security

4.1.1  Engage technical security 

specialist

4.1.2 Create security plan

5. Install System 5.1  Develop user  

training program

5.1.1 Develop online tutorial

5.1.2 Create in person training

6.  Evaluate 

System

6.1  Assess 

effectiveness of 

modules

6.1.1 Assess recruiting module

6.1.2  Assess applicant tracking 

modules

HRIS Work Breakdown Structure

The key to creativity is to  

begin with the end in mind, with  

a vision and a blue print of the 

desired result.

— Stephen Covey

FIGURE 2

FIGURE 3: From The Essentials of Project Management: Business Literacy for HR Professionals,  

by Harvard Business School Press (2006), p. 106.
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IDENTIFYING RISKS AND CONSTRAINTS
As your project progresses, it’s critical to anticipate what could go 
wrong two or three steps down the road. One tool to help with this is 
the risk probability versus impact matrix [figure 4].

What are the top ten potential problems that could affect your 
project? If they arise, what impact could they have on your project? 
Those events with a high likelihood of happening and a high impact 
on your project should be given top priority and receive most of your 
attention as you move through your project.

Keeping an eye on the “critical path” of a project is another great 
way to track—and avoid—risks and constraints for your project. 
The critical path of your project is the series of tasks with the longest 
duration, and any problems there will delay the entire project’s 
completion.

Here are some other possible risks and constraints to keep in 
mind:

 · When must decisions be made to keep the project on track, and how long 

does it take to schedule the decision makers?

 · Are resources (e.g., people, equipment) available when you need them?

 · What happens if funding is not approved?

 · How should you keep senior management updated throughout the project?

The expansion of a project outside of the planned objectives, 
commonly known as scope creep, is an inherent part of project 
management and is a leading cause of project failure when not 
properly handled. Scope creep can originate from several sources, 
including lack of agreement on the original project scope statement, 
not sticking to the original project scope statement, or the lack of a 
project scope statement. This is where the importance of obtaining 
written sign-offs on your project scope before you begin becomes 
evident.

Focusing on what could go wrong will give you a leg up on how to 
make up for lost time late in the project if indeed something does go 
wrong.

ADDING COSTS TO THE EQUATION
There’s an old adage in project management: “You have the options of 
good, fast, and cheap—but you can pick only two!”

As with most things in life, there are trade-offs when it comes 
to project performance, time, and cost. If technical requirements 
are fixed, compressing the schedule will probably increase project 
costs. The more the schedule is compressed, the greater the rate of 
increase in cost per unit of time. Adding requirements to the scope 
will increase either cost or time (or both!). If the budget is fixed, 
negotiation is necessary on the other two parameters. 

There are a number of ways to determine cost for your project:

 · Look to historical costs for similar projects completed in the past.

 · Pull costs for the individual pieces, then add them up for the total 

(equipment, labor, etc.).

 · Speak with experts in the field of your project.

 · Request quotes from vendors if outside labor is required.

 · Speak with your finance department to determine similar spending.

Once you have determined your project costs, now comes 
the real challenge: asking for the cash! When approaching senior 
management to request funds for your project, start with the WIIFT 
(“What’s in It for Them”) approach, which highlights the project’s 
benefits from their perspective. Craft your message around the ROI of 
the project, such as time, efficiency, and other cost savings. 

As the project progresses, be prepared for budget challenges, 
including inflation during long-term projects, unfavorable changes 
in currency rates, failure to get firm prices from suppliers, improperly 
defining the scope during the RFP process, scope creep, and 
unplanned personnel costs, such as consulting, travel, and training.

“Project managers are the most 

creative pros in the world; we have 

to figure out everything that could 

go wrong, before it does.”

 — Fredrik Haren, noted author of seven books on creativity
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ROLES AND RESPONSIBILITIES
A number of factors should be considered when determining your 
project team. Instead of picking up anyone who’s available, use your 
work breakdown structure to determine which skills are needed for 
each task, then identify who has them. 

Examine each person’s ability to learn new things as well as 
the knowledge and experience he or she already possesses. Just as 
important, consider your potential team members’ personalities 
and abilities to work well with others. And of course make sure that 
everyone you are considering is actually available to assist you with 
the project. 

Consider the following when determining your project team:

 · Will the right resources be available at the right time? 

 · Has priority been established between your project and your team members’ 

other tasks? 

 · Do your team members have the available time to put toward the project 

(and if not, what happens)? 

If the answer to any of these questions is “no,” then you need 
to reconsider whether you can take on the project at this point. 
Remember, people management is just as important as project 
management. So make sure your team consists of good people.

FINAL THOUGHTS
In their book, Project Management: A Managerial Approach, Jack 
Meredith and Samuel Mantel write, “The project manager is 
expected to integrate all aspects of the project, ensure that the proper 
knowledge and resources are available when and where needed, and 
above all ensure that the expected results are produced in a timely, 
cost-effective manner.” No problem! 

Don’t forget that planning isn’t just a one-off activity completed 
at the outset of a project. Planning is a series of processes conducted 
throughout the project. So plan your work—and then work your 
plan! 

Valerie Grubb of Val Grubb & Associates Ltd. (www.valgrubbandassociates.
com) is an innovative and visionary operations leader with an exceptional ability 

to zero in on the systems, processes, and personnel issues that can hamper a 

company’s growth. Grubb regularly consults for mid-range companies wishing to 

expand and larger companies seeking efficiencies in back-office operations. Her 

expertise and vibrant style are also in constant demand for corporate training 

classes and seminars. She can be reached at vgrubb@valgrubbandassociates.com.

“Get the right people. Then no  

matter what all else you might do 

wrong after that, the people will 

save you. That’s what management 

is all about.” 

— Tom DeMarco, software engineer and  
project management expert

FIGURE 4: From Improving Your Project Management Skills, by Larry L. Richman 

IMPACT

Low

L
o
w

Moderate

M
o
d

e
ra

te

High

H
ig

h

P
R

O
B

A
B

IL
IT

Y

If you’re interested in polishing your project management skills even more,  

take a look at these books:

The Essentials of Project Management, by Harvard Business School Press (2006)

Project Management JumpStart, by Kim Heldman (2011)

Improving Your Project Management Skills, by Larry L. Richman (2006)

RISK PROBABILITY VS. 
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